I and research. The value of education as a means of maintaining and improving standards of practice is well recognised. Annual conferences and infection control journals provide opportunities for infection control staff and those with an interest in this field to further develop their knowledge and understanding of this area of practice.
Attending conferences is an integral part of continuous professional development. It provides a venue for acquiring new knowledge and networking with colleagues. Networking provides opportunities to discuss the challenges we face: and perhaps share ideas and solutions that may have been identified. During a period of increasing challenges. taking time to reflect on practice is an essential part of the process of learning. It can increase motivation and enthusiasm and help us face new challenges with renewed vigour.
Some of the challenges faced recently have included severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS): the need to produce increasing amounts of quality data, and changes in infection control and communicable disease control service provision. following the introduction of the Health Protection Agency and Primary Care Trusts.
Collaboration and reflection
So how do infection control staff ensure that both the public and healthcare workers are prepared for events such as SARS?
Communication and coordinated approaches have proved of great value. However, attempting to cascade new messages, in a timely fashion, to large audiences is not a simple process. SARS demonstrated our ability for rapid collaborative working. both nationally and internationally. Now is the time to reflect and identify lessons, which can be learnt for the future. Conferences and journals provide the ideal opportunity for such debate. Let us not be under any illusion that the recent outbreak of SARS was a dress rehearsal for other such eventualities. None of us can be sure what the infection control future will hold.
Some of the early lessons learned from the SARS episode include a requirement to review available facilities. for example. negative pressure isolation rooms. We also need to ensure that we have appropriately resourced 'infection control teams' within the acute and primary health care arenas, including the Health Protection Agency. This is fundamental to preparedness for unexpected events, as well as addressing some of the basic practice issues, such as hand hygiene and decontamination. SARS has provided us with an example of how infection control resources have to be rapidly directed to address the needs of the public, patients and healthcare workers. The need for information about such a new issue was immense. particularly when coupled with the concern it caused in the wider population.
Nurse consultants
The introduction of the role of the nurse consultant in infection control has gone some way to recognising the contribution made by experienced infection control nurses to challenges from infection control and communicable diseases. This is not to detract from the role of infection control doctors, consultants in communicable disease control (CCDC) and existing senior nurses. However, it does emphasise the suitability of the role of nurse consultant to the speciality of infection control across all healthcare settings. Infection control is one of the very few specialist roles that carries an organisational-or population-wide responsibility.
In addition. we have witnessed the development of other new roles to assist in meeting the infection control challenges. These have included audit and surveillance staff. IT advisors. infection control trainers, decontamination advisors and administrators dedicated to infection control services. These innovative roles need to be widely debated in journals and conference settings to ensure their benefits are evaluated.
Writing for publication
Writing for publication is second nature to many, yet can seem like a mountain too difficult to climb for others. However, the need to share new information a t all levels has never been more important. This was demonstrated by the SARS outbreak and the timely publication of papers in journals, including Thc British journal of ln/ction Control. Immediate coverage was made possible by the release of some papers electronically, which in turn enabled rapid debate and discussion around these key publications.
The main challenge for infection control is for ir to avoid being seen as a speciality that is only applied in incidents like the SARS outbreak. but recognised as a discipline that it is part of everyday practice and as normal a procedure as talking to patients and colleagues. The government is to impose more stringent rules on body piercers in England in a bid to improve cleanliness and hygiene standards, and reduce client infection rates. A Local Government Bill going through Parliament is set to be amended to allow local authorities across England and not just London to inspect and regulate all piercing and tattooing establishments.
Under the proposals, registration with the local authority would become compulsory.
Public health minister Melanie Johnson said:
'The proposed change in the law will protect the health of the public by ensuring that the good standards of hygiene and cleanliness in body piercing and tattooing enjoyed in London are extended to the rest of the country.'
'Swerbug' causes man to lose l e~ A Welsh man has had both legs amputated after being admitted into hospital for treatment for minor cuts to his feet. Deryk Unger. a patient with diabetes, from Glynneath contracted the so-called hospital 'superbug', MRSA. at Neath General Hospital on two occasions, both resulting in amputation of the leg below the knee.
The first happened after a grazed heel failed to heal five years ago, and the second when he hurt a toe and it became infected with MRSA.
Bro Morgannwg NHS Trust released a statement that said: 'MRSA is endemic in our communities and in all UK hospitals.
'Unfortunately, patients with diabetes are more susceptible to acquiring this infection.' QM bugs may giue H f V protection By subtly altering the genetic structure of a vaginal bacterium, researchers from Stanford University in the US believe they have found a way of preventing the virus from infecting human cells.
The researchers described the findings as an 'important first step' towards finding a bacteria H1V-blocker. Among the revelations thrown up by the project is that a sudden drop in temperatures leads to a rise in heart ' attacks a few days later and asthma problems peak after thunder.
, possible flu outbreaks. A spokesperson for the Royal Berkshire and Battle Hospitals NHS Trust said: 'By predicting troughs and peaks in weather-related illness and injury. this work gives us the appropriate information to respond confidently and flexibly to the immediate and anticipated weather situation.
'It helps us make best use of our services for the benefit of patient care. ' The project has been kept going by E IO0,OOO from the Met Office, but officals are to meet with the Department of Health to secure further funding. Mark Cibbs. head of health forecasting at the Met Office said: 'We are hoping to convince them of the benefits this service can bring to the efficiency of the health service and. more importantly, to improving patient care.'
